CHAPTER  ONE
t
wenty-five men, women, and children made up the entire
population of King William Land3 a territory ten thousand
miles in extent, A Texan or an Australian would not think it at
all remarkable, perhaps, but for a European the notion of this
sparsity was hard to get used to.
I had now seen more than half the inhabitants of the island,
and here at the Post I should see them all before my frost-bitten
fingers were sound again and I could once more take the trail.
Not only they, but Eskimos from the mainland and from other
islands, too, would come through the Post in time, for this rude
and none too spacious shack, with its little stove, its wash-basin
standing on the corner of a table, its box of tools rusting in the
porch; this Post cut off from all the world, with no sending wire-
less, no boat, no sled nor dogs of its own, where twelve pencils
formed part of the annual re-stocking and there was not even a
flint for my pocket lighter; this outpost set down in the remotest
corner of desolation, represented to the Eskimos of the whole
Central Arctic the sum of the white man's civilization — a store-
house of wealth, a seat of luxury, the capital not only of their
world but of his,
All of these Eskimos came to the Post at least once a year, and
some came a good deal oftener, though it cost them a month on
the trail to come and go again. Mostly, they came to trade; but
there were many who arrived only in order to visit. Probably
because of their isolation, perhaps because the difficulty of life
in this harsh land lends especial price to conviviality, the Spirit
of Visiting is a goddess more highly esteemed among the Eskimos
than among any other people I know. They need no reason to
start out: that the impulse to visit has suddenly come over them
in

